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            Praise for The Salmon of Knowledge

            


         
 

         This book elegantly typifies a theme in Nick Owen’s work of not attempting to enforce change on others. Instead it mainly teaches through metaphor and story so that each reader can find deep meaning and significance for themselves. The use of metaphor enables people to access those hard-to-describe aspects of all human experience such as paradox, multiple perspectives and polarities, and to recognise how these influence decisions, choices, fears and desires. This kind of ‘inside’ knowing can create the conditions for our next developmental step and is self-learning at its finest. We heartily recommend this book.

         
 

         Penny Tompkins and James Lawley, authors of Metaphors in Mind:  Transformation through Symbolic Modelling

         
 

         This is a superb book from Nick Owen; it’s like no other book I have ever read. If the reader is ready, the stories and the insights from Nick will take them on a journey that holds a mirror to the genius, naivety and potential of the human spirit. For the mind that is open a gift of true knowledge and learning awaits within these pages.

         
 

         Alex Maw, Assistant Director of Public Health, North East Lincolnshire Care Trust Plus

         
 

         Nick Owen, in his wonderful book The Salmon of Knowledge, uses the power of ‘story’ to share the wisdom of ages in a language that has meaning and relevance in today’s reality. It is full of rich metaphors that allow the reader to challenge deeply held assumptions, and learn how to live more comfortably in a world of polarity and paradox. Nick provides us with recipes of simplicity for dealing with ever increasing levels of complexity!

         
 

         Sabina Spencer PhD, author of The Heart of Leadership: Unlock your Inner  Wisdom and Inspire Others

         
 

         Another tour de force by life explorer Nick Owen, one of the most wide ranging and eclectic of cutting edge theorists and a man with a real eye for brilliant stories of more than one dimension.

         
 

         Robert Twigger, British explorer, and award-winning author of Angry White Pyjamas and Real Men Eat Puffer Fish

         
 

         A bubbling stream of stories to refresh any traveller on a personal development journey.

         
 

         Nick Owen cleverly combines the variety of diverse spiritual and storytelling traditions—ancient and modern—with universal human themes such as stuckness, fear, life direction, relationships and self-knowledge. A book to dip into, again and again.

         
 

         Judy Rees, co-author of Clean Language: Revealing Metaphors and Opening Minds

         
 

         The Salmon of Knowledge is the perfect book for these uncertain times. Whether you need a practical guide, creative inspiration or a philosophical companion, it’s all here. We’re going to have to define a new map of the world of business and Nick’s stories give clues and inspiration of how we might find our way. Are you sitting comfortably? Then begin the journey of The Salmon of Knowledge.

         
 

         Alex McKie, The Next Step

         
 

         Nick Owen is a master of storytelling and metaphor. He inspires us to reflection and fresh discovery, particularly about ourselves. He invites us to wrestle with paradox—or transcend it. For example, in an opening story about a man digging a well to find water, the lessons he offers includes a series of do’s and don’ts, including, ‘Advice is cheap and often unreliable.’ I have to believe he also appreciates such irony. By drawing on the many rich wisdom traditions in the world, he even subtly offers a path to the discovery of our connections with each other—and with our often separated and disjointed ways of knowing and meaning making. Through his narratives he joins science and spirit, the individual with her community, the perspectives of self and society. He links us to our enduring cultures and the brevity of our own existence. And he challenges us to use his work to help us reshape our perspectives to engage the many aspects of life revealed to us. This is a book to which I can return again and again for both solace in the face of life’s challenges and stimulus to embrace the richness of life and living.

         
 

         Russ Volckmann, PhD; publisher and editor, Integral Leadership Review

         
 

         Are we much more than the stories we tell of ourselves? And do not the stories we hear make, shape, or break us? In which case we should choose our stories well. Nick Owen’s subtle and subversive retellings open a world of possibility for personal change and adventurous exploration.

         
 

         Steve Carter, psychologist, consultant and author of The Road To Audacity

         
 

         It took quite a while to read The Salmon of Knowledge: each story begged to be reflected on and learnt from—and there are a lot of stories!

         
 

         This book of bite-sized stories, anecdotes and metaphors provides a wealth of material for self-reflection, leading to deep insights. You are sure to know yourself better long before you finish the book. The stories explore such universals as the shadow side, letting go, presence, mastery, and leadership, and entice you to step back from day-to-day life, take stock and return with more clarity about who you are, what is important and how to proceed.

         
 

         Wendy Sullivan, co-author of Clean Language: Revealing Metaphors and  Opening Minds

         
 

         This little book is full of treasure; the kind of treasure that the folds of the earth and the folds of man’s mind have protected and yet searched for, for countless centuries. This book seeks to unpick the lock of fable, story and folklore. It saviours the beauty, magic, and depth of the human discourse with itself, through the happening of life. It is a remarkable book that whispers of infinity and eternal life. Take for example, the few simple words on separate self and extended self.  Nick manages to treat the most esoteric and mystical aspects of human life with a wonderful depth and reality; he helps us name ‘it’, name that which eludes us. He makes the coin of man with its persistent two-sidedness finally stop hankering with the pursuit of what is not obtainable and settle, finally knowing itself as rare, rare metal. I loved this book, it is full of wisdom. It brought me joy, and quiet illumination; may it lighten your way.

         
 

         Adrian Machon, Director, Executive and Leadership Development, 
 Corporate Leadership and Organisation Development, GSK Pharmaceutical Company

         
 

         From my point of view, being a professional storyteller for almost thirty years, I thought that I had seen it all, read it all, and heard it all. But with great happiness I found that Nick’s stories and examples could both move and surprise me. And in his bouquet of flowers there are samples that I will ask if I may ‘gently steal’. Both for my personal purpose and eventually to share with a future audience. May I Nick?

         
 

         Anders Granström, actor and storyteller, member of the Swedish Actors 
 Association

         
 

         This is a book full of wonderful stories and deep insights which can be used by anyone who wants to inspire themselves and others. It gently, yet profoundly, challenges us to explore more deeply our relationship with ourselves and with the world: enabling us to become more insightful, resourceful, and creative. It is easy and compelling to read. I read it from cover to cover in a few hours. At the same time you can dip in and out of it to find what you are looking for since it is clearly and simply set out. The stories in themselves are wonderful and would be powerful enough on their own. The way Nick has grouped them and framed them with personal and honest commentaries deepens and enriches them enormously. This is a wonderful and generous book that, like the many stories it contains, is powerful and engaging.

         
 

         Honest, generous and thought-provoking.
 

         Barbara Houseman, voice, acting, and communication coach

         
 

         Nick Owen has done us a favour. This generous book is essential for anyone who wonders why great stories survive, why we tell them, and how we can use them to create greater understanding of the world we live in.

         
 

         Cilian Fennell, media consultant and TV producer

         
 

         In this information-overloaded, mass mediated world, we resonate not with data but stories.

         
 

         A collector of the world’s stories in the Joseph Campbell tradition, Nick Owen has assembled a treasury of the world’s great wisdom tales that delight, inspire, provoke, and awaken the reader.

         
 

         Retold without a trace of folksiness, these tales engage us directly across the centuries, illuminating the dilemmas and paradoxes we often feel are new and unique to us; they leave us feeling ‘how did the storyteller know this about me or my organisation?’

         
 

         Like a thoughtful curator Nick has shaped the collection into powerfully relevant themes which help direct our attention to the most illuminating tales. And make real use of them. Nick’s easy-going style makes it easy to browse or immerse yourself.

         
 

         Highly recommended whether you want to apply this wisdom to yourself or offer it to clients.

         
 

         David Pearl, creative coach to senior business leaders, CEO, David Pearl Group

         
 

         Nick Owen’s latest book of stories brings together an eclectic international collection of tales ancient and modern, secular and non-secular. Some are familiar, others not so, yet, as with all good stories, they speak to themes we can recognise. Of course, that is the point. The stories here will challenge, amuse, entertain, and stretch, enabling the reader to explore him or herself and potentially gain a new perspective. Certainly reading these stories left me feeling refreshed and ready to look at the world differently. They provoked a few ‘ah-ha’ moments and initiated possibilities. Equally interesting is Nick’s own story, partly about the genesis of the book and partly about things/situations/ideas which have influenced him and hence the book, which is interwoven into the sections and towards the end of the book.

         
 

         Nick has organised the stories according to seven sections or Chautauquas and four key themes. These classifications have provided a framework for Nick’s commentary—which sometimes seems a little didactic. You might choose to overlook the commentary and dive straight into the stories themselves taking out whatever they provoke in you or for you. However, for many, the commentary will prove useful at some point as it provides a guide to stories for certain situations and aids interpretation.

         
 

         The book works well on a number of levels—for the individual looking for inspiration and stimulation as well as for professionals looking for stories to illustrate/aid their own work. For me, as an executive coach and trainer, the book will be a valuable source of stories to dip into. Taken as a whole the book also provides an informed look into the way stories are constructed and have, throughout history, helped us examine, and make sense of, ourselves and the world around us.

         
 

         Fiona Eldridge, director of The Coaching and Communication Centre, co-author of The Seven Steps of Effective Executive Coaching

         
 

         Nick really has a unique talent for finding and putting in a wider context some fascinating and pertinent stores. In these times of growing confusion in where we are heading as individuals, and also collectively as the human race, this book can indeed provide us all with some valuable material for re-evaluation, reflection, and inspiration. Sometimes we all need to sit down and look deeply before heading off again.

         
 

         Iain McNay, conscious.tv

         
 

         This work is amazing. It embodies the capacity to mirror wholeness. The reader can choose to see and interpret each reflection. As a physician, my focus in medical practice is on wholeness and its relationship to healing. Nick Owen provides the reader with multifaceted reflections of wholeness. This is a tool that can facilitate awareness as healing in our often fragmented lives.

         
 

         Kamilla Buddemeier MD

         
 

         All it takes are six little words to catch and hold an individual’s attention: ‘Let me tell you a story.’

         
 

         No matter our age, from infant to nonagenarian, the thought of hearing or telling a story acts at the deepest level of our neural structures and prepares us for a shift in consciousness—sometimes slight, sometimes profound. Telling and listening to stories are acts that define and distinguish us from most of the animal kingdom. Our stories reflect our humanity and our sense of being. Without stories, we would not be sitting at the current pinnacle of our development.

         
 

         Nobody understands this better than Nick Owen. A master storyteller in his own right, he seeks out stories and records them in his own inimitable style, sometimes remaining true to the original text, other times tweaking them to ensure that they resonate with a modern listener or reader. More importantly, his finely tuned radar is ever watchful for the stories that evolve out of everyday happenings in his life and in the lives of those that he interacts with. Like the Maggid, the travelling storyteller of Jewish Chassidic times, he captures these stories without any purpose or intent other than knowing that they are gifts that he will be able to use at some future point in time.

         
 

          

         Nick understands better than most that stories are the most powerful of the tools available to him in his life’s work of helping individuals and organisations transform themselves. In The Salmon of Knowledge, he has brought together another fabulous collection of short stories that anybody who is serious about transforming their lives, workplaces, families, communities, or even the world should not be without. Some are old friends that we welcome back warmly, others are new or twists on a theme that take us, even momentarily, to some new place of thinking; a place where things will be different because that story is now part of our story.

         
 

         Yet, if we are to make real change and real transformation we need to overcome a malaise that is upon us. In a world dominated by rational thinking, our stories strive to be factual with a mechanistic purpose and intent from the teller to the listener/reader. Important as rational thinking is, it pales into insignificance compared to the potential that can be unlocked by moving individuals into a post-rational consciousness. To achieve this through stories requires that we learn how to unpack the stories, to read between the lines to understand the intentions and wisdom that exist at multiple levels of consciousness.

         
 

         The second gift that the Salmon delivers to us is a framework to help individuals to unpack the stories presented not only in the book but also in their everyday life. Enjoy the stories in this book by all means, but more importantly take the framework offered and start using it to view life differently. Adapt it, modify it, extend it, throw away parts that don’t work for you, in short make it your own. If you follow this path, you will notice that your stories grow richer, at the same time you will start to see greater depth in all the stories of those around you.

         
 

         As Heraclitus said, ‘A man can never step into the same river twice—for it is never the same river, and he is not the same man.’ Similarly, with Nick Owen’s assistance and the Salmon’s Knowledge, you will never step into the same story twice. And that, my friends, can only be for the better.

         
 

         Keith Bellamy, independent futurist

         
 

         This splendid book is an invaluable tool with powerful insights and stories that enlighten and entertain the reader—written with great wisdom, humour, and love.

         
 

         Leah Conway, managing director, 4humanKIND

         
 

         In 2001 Nick Owen brought out The Magic of Metaphor with Crown House Publishing and three years later More Magic of Metaphor. This year, 2009, sees Nick offering us The Salmon of Knowledge and to quote his own words ‘one hundred stories on the themes of wholeness, integration, connection, awareness, oneness, wakefulness …’

         
 

         Nick is a teacher, educator, and business trainer and uses metaphor and stories in his day-to-day work. My feeling is that his voice has changed over the nine years that these three books have taken to produce. The nimble-footed, brilliant and, yes, partly narcissistic younger man has given way to the Nick of today whose voice in The Salmon of Knowledge is deeper, more vibrant and I feel that in this last book, much older in the best sense of the word.

         
 

         Somehow Nick seems to have found the right voice for retelling these wisdom tales from deep within them and I think I fully understand what he means when he writes: ‘wisdom stories offer us a remote vantage point from which to observe, evaluate, and engage with the world of human interaction’.

         
 

         Enjoy his deep, whole, and vibrant voice.
 

         Mario Rinvolucri, colleague and fellow storyteller

         
 

         I’ve found I can always trust that the stories that Nick shares with me— interweaves and situates for me—will reach into those hidden and transformative places that my rational mind tries in vain to attain. He’s repaid that faith again with this latest treasure trove.

         
 

         Matthew Kalman, MA, FRSA, founder of London Integral Circle and founder 
 member of the Integral Institute

         
 

         With The Salmon of Knowledge, Nick Owen gently compels us to explore our life and self with a series of fascinating and intriguing stories. He skilfully guides us to realise grander and grander perspectives on ever deepening satisfaction and by doing so we release a cacophony of as yet unknown potentials.

         
 

         Mick Quinn and Debora Prieto, husband–wife team teaching conscious 
 evolution and awakening potential

         
 

         A wake-up call, an opportunity to stop, to consider and evaluate how we truly ‘be’ delivered through a series of insightful, timeless, and often humorous stories, anecdotes, and observations with hints of Nick’s own journey makes The Salmon  of Knowledge a compelling reading both in its entirety or as a coaching, leadership development, and personal development aide.

         
 

         Richard Coulthwaite, finance director, Underwriting, Brit Insurance

         
 

         Through story, Nick engagingly sets out different angles on how we choose to live; whether we abide to a set of learned rules or whether we select to acknowledge, embrace, and reach beyond our confines and so experience more of ourselves. I enjoyed his fables and legends as they feel eternal—their wisdom reaches far back into our history and continues to make sense today. The Salmon of  Knowledge is an enticing read; it reminds us that even if we are dealing with issues like cosmic consciousness we can remain childlike in our delight in learning from mystery and lore.

         
 

         Elaine Herdman-Barker, Harthill associate and independent coach for leaders 
 in organisation and consulting

         
 

         The old and new truth—if you wish to know God, the Buddha, True Nature or  Truth—first you must study yourself—speaks to us all, especially those of us in the ‘helping’ professions who seek to understand others’ emotional tribulations.

         
 

         Through his stories, Work, Life, the Dark Shadow, and Oneself are all explored with a linking text that is like a conversation and a narrative that helps us make meaning from and link with profound, powerful and affecting themes.

         
 

         The stories serve to remind us of our vulnerability—our all + one + ness that is the core of our links to both earth and heaven. We learn again of our spiritual quest through the many masters who teach us what we (somehow) feel we already know, but lose touch with in the ‘bisignis’ of life.

         
 

         There is real richness in the excellent and illuminating stories from a huge variety of sources and different belief systems, past, present, mythic, psychological, literary, and personal to the author—slaying internal dragons. Story 5.13 is truly helpful and thought-provoking—how profoundly we must own our own demons, and Story 7.7 is a particular favourite of mine.

         
 

         Angy Man, Dip. Counselling (Roehampton), Master of Psychodynamic Practice, Oxon, MBACP
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            Foreword
 

            Zen Master Dennis Genpo Merzel
 

            


         
 

         All of us are on a journey, a journey that could be called returning home, to what we say in Zen is our original nature or our original heart-mind. We’re all engaged, whether we realise it or not, in an evolutionary process of waking up to who we really are and what we’re here to do. It’s a process we experience as individuals, but it has universal meanings and milestones.

         
 

         On a universal level, for all of us, it’s about becoming more conscious, more realised, and finding out how to live this life in a more compassionate, more heartfelt, loving way towards our fellow beings—our families, our friends, the people we work with, the ones we work for or that work for us—trying, as Aldous Huxley once said, to be a little kinder to our neighbours.

         
 

         On the individual level, it’s about finding our passion in this life, what it is that we love to do, and how to use this passion to serve others, how to be there for others, how to put our own self-interest off to the side, but not neglect it, to contribute and make a difference in the lives of others.

         
 

         Discovering that there’s something greater than our ego-centred self—something that goes by many names including God, Reality, Truth—and that it is within each of us, gives us the key to finding and taking responsibility in our lives rather than being victims of circumstances. This process awakens what I call Big Heart, which is unconditional love and compassion for all beings and the ability to embrace all beings including the great earth, without being overwhelmed by this love and compassion towards others. Integration of the self with that which is greater than self is an important milestone on our journey.

         
 

         If we look at our self, this body, mind, and spirit, and imagine that we’re sitting cross-legged on the floor, we look something like a triangle with our left and right knees forming the base, and our head at the top, the apex. Imagine that this triangle embraces our whole self. On one side, say the left knee, we have the human elements, the human components of our human beingness. So all those qualities of being human, the emotions, feelings, thoughts, ideas, concepts, behaviours, the five senses—all of these together are the human side. Here we have preferences, likes and dislikes, we want this, we don’t want that. On the other side of this triangle, let’s say the right knee, we have our awakeness. This is the part that most of us are not so familiar with, if we’re familiar with it at all. It’s the part that is at peace, at home, tranquil in a state of presence, awareness, awakeness, where everything in this present moment, here now, is seen as perfect, complete and whole. This is what we refer to in Zen as our True Nature, what I call Big Mind. This is the place where we lack nothing. We do not feel inadequate or insufficient at all. In fact, we are empowered; we are empowered in our beingness, where we don’t need to be doing anything to feel good about ourself. We don’t need to become anything to improve ourself, we are absolutely perfect as we are.

         
 

         The third point of the triangle I call the apex, but really it includes the entire triangle; it bridges and integrates the seemingly fundamental differences between the other two points, the human and beingness. Here we see that we are all human beings, and from this place we consciously choose to be a human being and embody this transcendent place that includes all of our faults, all of our shortcomings, our ups and downs, our emotional upheavals and see all of these human qualities as perfect and complete and whole. This allows us to live our life as fully integrated human beings, the masters of our own lives who take full responsibility for action and reaction, for cause and effect.

         
 

         In the Zen tradition we have always used stories to help us transcend our self, which means to go beyond, but not neglect, the self. We include and embrace our self, but go beyond it, to a level of awareness or awakening that allows us to cope with our lives in a much wiser and more compassionate way, to let go of our emotions more quickly, particularly anger, rage, hatred, defensiveness, and to feel empowered, or to be empowered to live as a fully integrated and free-functioning human being.

         
 

         

         These stories, often in the form of dialogues between teacher and student, are what we call koans in Zen. They cannot be understood or grasped by our discursive and intellectual mind but move us beyond our dualistic way of thinking to a non-dual reality, allowing us to see the other as oneself and oneself as the other. They enable us to recognise our equality and sameness, and yet appreciate our uniqueness and differences. Much like if you build a bunch of snow people, and some of them are milkmen or milkpersons, mailpersons, whatever persons, and yet it’s all the same snow. These stories break down the barriers and the separations that divide each of us from one another, and enable us to come from a place where you are me and I am you, and yet you are you and I am I.

         
 

         In this volume, Nick Owen, who is a student of mine, has gathered a wonderful treasury of stories, metaphors, koans, and anecdotes from spiritual and secular wisdom traditions spanning many eras and cultures to draw us directly into our human beingness, regardless of our background. The stories, engagingly told and wisely chosen, speak directly to our intuitive minds to show us what we do and what is important to us on a universal scale, helping us to reintegrate and make whole what has become separated.

         
 

         Zen Master Dennis Genpo Merzel


         

         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            Preface


         
 

         A man fell into a deep hole in the middle of the road and a crowd quickly gathered. It was obvious that with a little help the man could be pulled out. ‘Give me your hand,’ onlookers cried as they reached down towards the man. He stood at the bottom of the hole with his arms tightly folded, shook his head and refused.

         
 

         A storyteller came upon the scene and moving to the front of the crowd he looked at the man at the bottom of the hole. ‘Take my hand,’ he said. The man immediately reached up and grabbed the storyteller’s hand and was pulled to safety.

         
 

         The crowd was perplexed. ‘Why did he accept your help and refuse ours?’ they asked. ‘Look at him,’ the storyteller replied. ‘He couldn’t give to save his life, but he can easily take.’

         
 

         Nick Owen is like that storyteller. He has a discerning eye and able to read the character of those whom he meets. Like all great storytellers, he is able to communicate to each and every one of us in language appropriate to who we are and what we need.

         
 

         The Salmon of Knowledge, Nick’s third book on metaphors, is deeper and darker than his earlier work. It explores the great themes: Work, Life, the Dark Shadow and the OneSelf.

         
 

         Nick, the storyteller, weaves through these stories, laughing at his own foibles, embracing his own shadow, as the princess in the fairy story embraces the wet frog: loving it as it is.

         
 

         Whatever its source, each story in this book has been touched and reworked by Nick. And in the touching, each story has reshaped Nick.

         
 

         This collection has found you. The stories will change you and you will change them. They have a life of their own; they seek listeners, readers, recorders and retellers.

         
 

          

         It doesn’t matter how you read this book, sequentially or pages opened randomly. Somewhere your story is waiting for you.

         
 

         As Nick the storyteller reminds us, ‘It is written.’
 

         Pete Lawry
  Leadership Mentor

         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            Prologue


         
 

         
Beneath the Surface of Things

         
 

         

            The land is parched and a man digs a well to find water for his gardens. After working for several hours in a place recommended by the water diviner he finds nothing and gives up in disgust. He has dug about four metres.

            
 

            As he sits dejectedly on the great mound of soil he has dug, a traveller passes by. The traveller laughs at him for digging there, and indicates a much more likely spot. So the man starts a new well, but after digging for five or so metres, he has still found no sign of water.

            
 

            Getting tired and despondent, he finally accepts some different advice from his old neighbour who assures him that he’ll find water in yet another place. After he’s given up on that one too, his wife comes out of the house and says, ‘Where are you, man? Have you lost your brains? This is no way to sink a well. Stay in one spot and go deeper and deeper there!’

            
 

            The next day, having slept well and recovered his strength, the man returns to the first hole and spends all his time and concentration in that one place, and finds abundant water deep below the surface.

            


         
 

         The more disarmingly simple a story, the more abundant and rich are the possible interpretations that lie beneath the surface. A brief inventory here might suggest the following incomplete list:

         
 

              

            	Follow your outcomes through to the end.
     

            	Don’t give up too easily.
     

            	Don’t get distracted.
     

            	Don’t get dejected if things don’t work out at first.
     

            	Don’t dissipate your energy on too many projects.
     

            	Advice is cheap and often unreliable.

            
     

            	Some people know what they’re talking about; find out who they are.

            
     

            	Practical people make good partners.
     

            	Pay attention to quality feedback.
     

            	Trust your own judgement and stick to your guns.
     

            	Take responsibility for your own actions.
     

            	Meditation isn’t about losing yourself; it’s about focusing on and attending to one thing at a time in great depth.

            
     

            	The richest jewels lie in the deepest seams.
     

            	Wisdom is attained through struggle with yourself and the world you inhabit.

            
 

         
 

         The stories in this book, collected from storytelling and wisdom traditions around the world, offer deep wells of insight into ways in which we might consider how to live our lives with greater wisdom, understanding, intelligence, serenity, and success.

         
 

         It is the central tenet of just about every major wisdom tradition in the world—whether spiritual, secular, pagan, or humanist—that if you wish to know God, The Buddha, True Nature, or the Truth then first you must study yourself. And that is what this book is about: studying ourselves and our human condition, on a planet inhabited by myriad other living systems, through the medium of story.

         
 

         Between these covers are stories that embrace time and space. They are ancient and modern, spiritual and secular, short and long, spoken and written, and originate from all points of the compass. Some are based on lived experience; some are deeply metaphorical. All of them offer ways of looking at our ‘reality’ from different, unusual, or humorous perspectives and which may, if we are open to the possibilities of change and redirection, allow us to become more awake, more energised, and more connected to ourselves, other people, our work, and our planet.

         
 

         I particularly resonate with stories that stretch the bounds of imagination, that offer challenging and provocative perspectives, that enquire into the conventional order of things, so that having read or heard such a story, I might feel a great desire to laugh out loud, or change something within, or see the world in a refreshingly new light, or be opened to something previously hidden within myself. In particular I’m attracted to stories that are irreverent, insightful, and which offer the hidden promise of wisdom to be uncovered at the bottom of the well.

         
 

         Such stories are found everywhere, in all societies, within all cultures, among all traditions, across all time. Great stories have no boundaries, and in a sense belong to no one for it is the nature of stories to be told and shared. And in each new telling they assume a new shape, a new identity, a new meaning until in the end no one can tell whether it is the teller shaping the story or the story shaping the teller, or the context in which the story is given and received that shapes story, teller, and receiver too.

         
 

         And that is exactly as it should be because each one of us has our truth to discover, our story to tell, and our pathway to tread.

         
 

         
Tir na n’Og

         
 

         There is an old Celtic legend about a man who chooses eternal youth, the fullness of his heart’s desire, the love of a beautiful woman … and then lives to regret it. But the story also speaks of loyalty, comradeship, service and—the sting in the tale—the courage to defy convention by staying utterly true to what lies in the innermost depths of one’s heart and spirit.

         
 

         The story tells of Oisin1, son of Fionn Mac Cumhail, leader of a band of the Fianna, warriors who roamed the length and breadth of ancient Ireland, doing good deeds for the common people, and doing whatever it was that warriors loved to do. He’s happy and he’s content and his fame is spreading far and wide …

         
 

         

            But it’s one thing to be content, another to resist magic. For as he was sitting on the seashore one bright summer’s day minding his own business, Niamh of the Golden Hair saw him from far across the seas where she lived in Tir na n’Og, the land of Eternal Youth. And she made a resolve there and then that she would have him for her lover.

            
 

            And so on her magical white mare she crossed the wide sea to Oisin in less time than it takes to blink an eye and made her proposal. She offered him not just herself, but all the things a warrior could desire: fighting a-plenty, gold and silver, feasting and drinking, music and good company, and—just as a clincher—eternal youth.

            
 

            Yet still it was a difficult choice for Oisin to give up the companionship of his band of warriors, to let go of his deep attachment to his native land even for a beautiful woman and the gift of eternal youth. He agonised the whole night before making up his mind. And then he went with Niamh who whisked him up on her horse and off they went to Tir na n’Og in a blink of the other eye.

            
 

            And it was all that he had been promised and more. He fought all day, feasted and danced each evening, and coupled all night with the resourceful Niamh. But after a few months Oisin began to grow distracted and more than anything he missed his friends and the great forests of ancient Eire.

            
 

            ‘Let me go back just for a day, just to see how they’re all getting on,’ he pleaded. At first Niamh refused, knowing that he hadn’t yet understood that time passes differently in Tir na n’Og than in the marketplace world that you and I inhabit. In fact the three months that had passed for Oisin in Tir na n’Og were exactly three hundred years here in the world of impermanence.

            
 

            ‘Oisin,’ said Niamh, ‘your friends are long dead, everything has changed. It can never be the same.’ But Oisin, not entirely believing her, pressed until Niamh relented. She gave him her white mare warning him in no uncertain terms that he should not dismount.

            
 

            

               ***


            
 

            Oisin arrives in Ireland to find everything has changed. The forests have been replaced by pastures, and the people who live there are surprisingly small, scarce half the size of the men of his day. Searching for traces of his old life, he finds a group of men trying to move a huge stone. ‘Do you know where I can find Fionn Mac Cumhail and the Fianna?’ he asks. The men laugh, ‘He’s just a legend that our grandmothers used to tell us. It’s all ballox.’

            
 

            Oisin is hurt but he still knows his duty. ‘Can I help you with that stone?’ ‘Sure,’ they scoff, ‘if you can.’ Oisin bends over, picks it up with one hand, and raises it high. And just at that moment with a loud snap, the girth of the saddle breaks and off he falls. No sooner does he touch the ground than his years in Tir na n’Og overcome him. His skin cracks, his hair greys, his teeth fall out. As for the mare, it skips back across the sea to the land of eternity.

            
 

            ‘What have I done?’ cries Oisin. ‘I had it all and gave it up just to see my homeland once again.’

            
 

            Now news travels faster than the speed of lips in Ireland. Within a day or so St Patrick arrives to find out more about this triple centenarian with a magic horse. He orders his monks to write down Oisin’s story, and all the tales that Oisin can remember about Fionn Mac Cumhail and the Fianna. And a good thing too for in so doing the monks immortalised Fionn and the Fianna, keeping them in our memory eternally young.

            
 

            But above all the good Saint Padraig’s going to save Oisin’s soul and convert him to Christianity before imminent death inevitably takes him. ‘I’m going to baptise you in the name of Christ,’ says the Patriarch, ‘so you can be saved and go to Heaven with all the Blessed Saints.’

            
 

            Oisin thinks about this for a moment and then asks, ‘What happened to Fionn and all the warriors? Were they baptised in the name of Christ?’ ‘Indeed not,’ replies St Patrick loftily, ‘they were sinners all; they died unrepentant and went to Hell.’

            
 

            ‘Well in that case,’ retorts Oisin, ‘If Heaven’s not good enough for Fionn and the Fianna, then I’m damn sure it’s not good enough for me either.’ And with these words he died and went to join Fionn and the band of brothers. And whether he joined them in Hell or in Tir na n’Og no one can tell. At least not in this life.

            


         
 

         
Stories as Connectors

         
 

         One of the attributes of good stories is that they are great connectors. They remind us that whoever we are, in whatever context we live, we’re not really so very different from people living in other cultures and even in eras other than our own. The issues that are addressed in the story of Oisin and Niamh, issues that were presumably hot in third century Ireland, are universal themes that each of us has probably considered and faced up to in some way or another at different stages of our own twenty-first century lives.

         
 

         In fact, this story is particularly rich in archetypal themes, and demonstrates just how effective story can be in expressing complexity in simple and elegant ways. The story takes the heroic dream of Youth—that Death can be fought and overcome—and counterpoints it with the inevitability of Death that we must all accept in later years. It compares different ideas of Eternal Life from both pagan and religious perspectives. It warns us against the danger of wanting everything and not being content with the gifts we are given. And it also celebrates the quality of the person who can recognise and own what is really important in life and death, and stay true to those values whatever the consequences.

         
 

         Like all great wisdom stories—whether from pagan, secular, or spiritual traditions—the story of Oisin and Niamh expresses deeply complex universal ideas with simplicity and elegance. It also includes some of the key themes that are explored in this book: Work, Life, the Dark Shadow, and OneSelf.

         
 

         
Four Key Themes
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1. Work

         
 

         For Oisin, at least before he meets Niamh, work is a deeply satisfying expression of what he loves to do, what he does well, and what gives him sufficient challenge to learn and grow. At the same time, his work allows him to make a significant and valuable contribution to the band of warriors he leads, and the community he serves. As a result he feels happy and fulfilled within himself, while others praise his actions and build his reputation.

         
 

         People of our own time may spend upwards of forty years in work and many get nowhere near the satisfaction that Oisin enjoys during his time with the Fianna. The stories in this book do not offer answers, but they do put forward various perspectives for looking at the nature of work and the contribution it enables us to make to ourselves, others, and our world in a variety of different ways.

         
 

         The stories explore possibilities for deepening the personal and professional satisfaction we can derive from our work, enhancing the level of contribution we can make at many different levels, and recognising that the more we notice the systemic and interconnected nature of the world we inhabit, the more we can make wiser and more mature decisions and choices.

         
 

         Above all, the stories suggest that the more of ourselves, particularly our core values and beliefs, that we bring into the workplace the more we and our work are likely to thrive and flourish. 
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2. Life

         
 

         It is sometimes said that there are two great adversaries golfers must face when playing: the course and ourself. That strikes me, a non-golfer, as a particularly good metaphor for life. Another way of saying it is that life is a dance between what happens to us, over which we have no control, and how we respond to what happens to us, over which we appear to at least have some control.

         
 

         As with Oisin, life offers us a constant series of opportunities and challenges that we have to navigate as best we can. We make choices, some easy, some difficult, and then have to live with them. And even if we recognise that everything we do will have consequences, it’s very hard to see far enough ahead to predict what some of those consequences might be. This is Oisin’s reality and our own.

         
 

         The great test for Oisin, which is primarily a test of his personal integrity, comes at the end of his life when he is required to choose between one set of values—salvation in Christ—and another set of values—salvation in kin, clan, and community. It is not important which he chooses for anyone else but himself; what is important is that he knows what his own values are and remains steadfastly true to them. This is an act of supreme courage and integrity.

         
 

          

         The stories in this book on the theme of life raise important existential questions like: Who am I? Why am I here? What’s my purpose? What and whom do I serve? They also encourage us to laugh at ourselves, to treat ourselves and others with greater compassion, and to explore some of the great paradoxes of life—such as coming to terms with our twin and seemingly contradictory blessings of magnificence and insignificance, wisdom and foolishness, rationality and intuition, and many more besides. What wisdom might we gain, the stories enquire, through working to integrate these great opposing qualities that possess each one of us at different times in our lives? 
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3. The Dark Shadow

         
 

         Symbolised by his escape to Tir na n’Og, the Land of Eternal Life, the great Dark Shadow for Oisin is Death. Oisin thinks he can cheat death and gain immortal life. He is even prepared to forsake what he holds most dear—kith, kin, clan, and community—to achieve his victory over death. But much as he feels at home in Tir na n’Og, the mortal world still calls to him; some deep part of Oisin feels incomplete, and he determines to return to the ordinary world ‘just for a day’.

         
 

         The story itself is unusual in that it combines an archetypal Youthful Hero story with elements of mid-life and late-life stories.2 The first part of the tale is typical of a Youthful Hero story. In the first part of our lives we tend to be idealistic and think of ourselves as indestructible, even immortal. Death exists but as a distant figure, one that can be fought if necessary—especially in the service of a noble ideal—and conquered. I can think of several times in the earlier years of my own life when, having overcome serious illness or narrowly avoided a nasty accident, I arrogantly thought of myself as powerful and resourceful enough to cheat and overcome death. Why else would I have delayed paying into a pension fund till I was forty! Death was something that happened to others.

         
 

         It was only in mid-life that I fully began to accept the truth of the graffiti I once saw painted on the side of an Austrian railway carriage: ‘Life is a near-death experience.’ Mid-life is the time when we stop counting the years since birth and begin wondering how much time remains till the exit strategy. Death is recognised at this point, indeed it is acknowledged as ever present, and can even seem attractive—a dancing partner that gives greater meaning and piquancy to life. And so at this stage in our personal development it is not uncommon to want to explore more deeply into ourselves; to start finally being more truthful with ourselves and about ourselves. It is time to face up to our own Dark Shadow.

         
 

         The Swiss psychologist Carl Jung was the first to bring Western attention to the idea of our Shadow but its origins go way back. The story of Milarepa [Story 5.13], the Buddhist yogi, is one such example. Since Jung, the Shadow has been written about and explored extensively. It is central to archetype theory and psychotherapy, and it is essential in any approach to spiritual practice or in simply deepening awareness of oneself.

         
 

         The ‘shadow’ consists of those parts of ourselves that we find hard to come to terms with, the bits we don’t much like about ourselves, the parts we suppress or ignore. In extreme cases, we refuse to even see these qualities in ourselves, no matter how much our friends and our enemies can! We can live in complete denial of them: ‘I’m not competitive.’ ‘I don’t do anger.’ ‘I’m not narcissistic.’3

         
 

         Unless we fully own these parts of ourselves, parts we spend a huge amount of energy suppressing, and hiding from the judgement of convention, we cannot begin truly to know ourselves or liberate ourselves from the ‘stuckness’ of our pretence. It is only, for example, when I truly own the narcissist that exists within me that I can truly begin to love and appreciate myself just as I am, which in its turn frees me to love others unconditionally too. When I fully own this or any other shadow voice, it no longer runs me, and it no longer emerges covertly. That, I find, is both liberating and empowering.

         
 

         Sometimes we even deny our most positive and most nurturing qualities. Fearing to be the nail that stands proud of the floorboard, we disown our unique perspective, our personal wisdom, our insight, our deep sensitivity—anxious as we can sometimes be not to be seen as ‘special’ or ‘clever’ or ‘powerful’ by others.

         
 

          

         The stories in this book on the theme of the Dark Shadow invite us to take a step back, to a safer more contemplative space, and look at ourselves with greater serenity and compassion, to laugh at our ridiculousness, and to open ourselves to new possibilities of self-honesty and truth.

         
 

         

            ***


         
 

         When Oisin falls back to earth and becomes mortal once again, the storyteller is offering us a simple truth: that as a human being Oisin has access to two separate yet interconnected worlds, the finite and the infinite, the relative and the absolute. When the girth of his saddle breaks, Oisin returns from the eternal, absolute world represented by Tir na n’Og, to the relative, messy, finite world of struggle and death.

         
 

         But even now, at over three hundred years old he still remains reluctant to move on. He becomes temporarily as stuck in the material world as before he was getting stuck in the eternal world. It takes St Patrick to offer him a choice, a choice that reconnects him with what he truly values—his old comrades and the warrior codes—that finally allows Oisin to own his shadow and embrace death as a welcome friend, a gateway to absolute reconnection to that which he holds eternally enduring and important.

         
 

         In finally owning the shadow with style and humour, Oisin validates the integrity of his own unique, separate, and mortal self, and at the same time becomes one with everything he holds sacred and good: not a denial of his individuality but an empowerment of it. 
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4. OneSelf

         
 

         The idea of the One and the Self—OneSelf—has fascinated humankind way back to the beginnings of time. It is the notion that perhaps other worlds, or parallel worlds, or interior worlds exist as well as the one we so materially inhabit. This is a notion that exists not only in the spiritual, contemplative, and wisdom traditions, but also in a great deal of modern scientific thought: particularly in quantum physics, relativity, systems theory, and chaos theory. These post-rational scientific theories perceive the universe in terms of indivisible integration and interconnection—‘implicate order’ to use the terminology of theoretical physicist, David Bohm.

         
 

         These ideas have come to fascinate me more and more in recent years. I’m not a physicist, I’m not religious, I’m not a philosopher, and I’m not an academic. And although I have an interest in wisdom and spiritual pathways, I’m not particularly affiliated or attached to any one of them.4 Rather, it is my own deepening and experiential awareness of a very tangible interior spaciousness opening up within me, which includes yet goes far beyond any sense of my individual self, that I want to explore through the stories that populate this book. This fascination started just a few years ago when I stopped being so busy being busy in my life; and what follows is my own personal take on it.

         
 

         Drawing from a wide variety of traditions both spiritual and secular, the notion of OneSelf recognises the existence of two strands of human experience and awareness. The first is a separate individual  self—an egoic, relative, rational, doing self—that feels alone and unique and which ends at the surface of our skin. It is the self we bring to our marketplace world. It is busy and practical and it gets things done. It is Oisin working hard to make third century Ireland a better place. The other is an extended self that has the effortless ability just to be, to flow and merge with—and into—all other things, material and non-material. This OneSelf has a sense of infinite connection. It is boundless, absolute, and at one with everything. In some traditions it is simply called No-Self, Beyond-Self, or the Absolute.

         
 

         It is a space where the ‘I’ disappears; a space where there is no subject/object division.5 I prefer to call it the Awakened Self because it is a state of absolute presence, of living in the moment, here and now, fully attentive to whatever is happening inside or out.

         
 

         In fact, this extended or awakened self goes under many names depending on the tradition: Empty Mind, Beginner’s Mind, Big Mind, Essence, Oneness, True Nature, the Source, the Non-Dual, and countless others. Whatever we call it, it’s a space where we can find inner space and time to contemplate, reflect, and experience a much vaster canvas of awareness than we are able to do when inhabiting the busy marketplace self of our everyday world. Whereas the individual self is brilliant at getting stressed and worrying about an infinite number of day-to-day considerations, No-Self, the awakened self is totally chilled. It just doesn’t do stress. It’s accepting, wise, deeply compassionate, and serene. Here, everything is OK just as it is.

         
 

         Everyone, even the most rational among us, has glimpsed this space. Many people connect with it through meditation, and I have also found it when listening to great music, at extremes of physical exertion, when seriously ill, and when surrounded by great natural open spaces. Artists, warriors, and top sports stars often report that they perform at their peak when they simply empty their minds and respond to the immediate issues that arise in each moment. In modern parlance we call these states ‘flow’, ‘the zone’, and ‘presence’. They are states—as everyone who has inhabited them knows—of heightened awareness.

         
 

         There is a short story that I first heard from Zen Master Genpo Roshi at a Big Mind6 seminar in London that draws attention to these two aspects of the human mind:

         
 

         

            A monk returned to the monastery after a long day working in the fields. The Abbot saw the monk, streaked with mud and perspiring heavily, as he made his way to the communal washroom.

            
 

            ‘I see one who has been hard at it!’ said the Abbot.
 

            ‘Then, Master,’ the monk retorted, ‘you should also see the one who’s not hard at it.’

            


         
 

         The story is a koan, a puzzle that invites the merging of the different elements of a paradox, the merging of two opposites. The first element is the small, separate, egoic mind, the one that’s hard at it. This one has to keep proving itself to the world and to the self. It is the mind that is always busy, always striving, always seeking, never fully satisfied. The second element is the non-seeking, non-doing, awakened mind; the mind of emptiness. This mind has nothing to prove; nothing to do. The monk challenges his Abbot to acknowledge both elements. The notion of OneSelf recognises these two aspects of the mind—the individual and the awakened—that are always available to each and every one of us.

         
 

         The story of Oisin explores this notion of OneSelf in a number of ways. The first is when Oisin goes to Tir na n’Og. Here he shifts from the one who is hard at it to the one who has nothing to do. In this place everything is provided; there is nothing to be done. Nothing needs to be done because that’s how life is in the absolute world. Oisin doesn’t have to actively look for the fun of a good fight each day; the universe provides it. He doesn’t have to find a wife; the universe has provided that too. In all the different wisdom traditions this sense of trusting the universe to provide whatever is needed is central to the teaching, whether it’s a pre-Christian Fenian legend as in Oisin and Niamh, or in the spiritual teachings of the Kabbalah, the Tao, Sufism, Zen, or Christianity.7

         
 

         

            So why do you worry about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow: they toil not neither do they spin; and yet I say to you that even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these.

            
 

            Matthew 6:27–29


         
 

         Another way in which this theme is explored is through the concept of relativity: time in this case. Time in Tir na n’Og is different to time in the marketplace world. Oisin, when connected to the flow, totally present to whatever he is immersed in—be it fighting, feasting, or love making—simply doesn’t notice the passing of time. And it’s so easy to get here: you just jump onto a magic white mare: a simple metaphor for the speed and ease of the journey out of the marketplace self and into the awakened self each time we fully connect to the absolute energy that flows through and within us.

         
 

         But Oisin begins to realise that something is missing in this rarefied world of the absolute where there is nothing to do and nothing to be done. He craves just one more connection with the fleshy, messy, mundane, experiential world of mortality and mates. In other words, he longs to embrace both parts of his True Self: the individual self as well as the absolute self.

         
 

          

         A third way in which the idea of OneSelf is explored is at the story’s end when Oisin recognises—with glorious and playful ease—how simple it is to surrender and sacrifice himself to a consciousness far greater and more enduring than his own limited self. When Oisin fully owns his lineage, the world to which he truly belongs, he instantly makes the leap from the small self to the One, the Absolute. He merges into eternal connection with his kin and clan, and the codes and standards by which he has lived.

         
 

         Through consciously choosing his destiny in this way, Oisin recognises and integrates the two aspects of what it is to be a fully mature, freely functioning human being. He is human in that he inhabits and takes full responsibility for his small self with all its limitations and knowledge of deep separation. He is being in that he can fully connect with that deeper flow of energy that is always available to him and through which, like a wave in the ocean, he is simply part of the infinite source. And at the end of his life he embraces both aspects of who he is with complete mindfulness. He becomes both human and being—human being!8

         
 

         The many stories in this book on the theme of OneSelf explore what it means to inhabit the spaces of the Self and the One, sometimes separately, and sometimes together. They examine the idea that if we wish to operate in our marketplace world at deeper levels of insight, wisdom, and consciousness, then perhaps a readily available place to bring that mindfulness from is the absolute space of No-Self, Oneness, the Awakened Self.

         
 

         The stories also describe from a variety of perspectives and traditions how life is ultimately unknowable, just as we ourselves are beyond full description, and that if we wish to fully engage with this life, we need to do so with faith, trust, and intuition just as much as with logic, analysis, and reason.

         
 

         

            ***


         
 

          The symbols:
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         indicate which of the above four themes (Work, Life, the Dark Shadow, OneSelf) is present in each story. The symbols are displayed in a four quadrant box next to each title.

         
 

         
Stories and the Art of Making the Complex  as Simple as Possible

         
 

         Over the many years that I’ve been telling, collecting, and writing stories, those that have resonated with me the most have usually been from the wisdom traditions, whether pagan and secular like the story of Tir na n’Og, or spiritual. There is something deeply compelling about the way stories from these traditions are able to convey complex ideas that can be notoriously hard to write about—such as relationships, compassion, non-duality, mindfulness, awareness, intuition, life and death—with marvellous, insightful simplicity.

         
 

         This has much to do with the skill of the ancient storytellers, and also because their job was to explore deeply into these issues. The storytellers of the wisdom traditions were griots—poets who preserved their community’s history and culture—shamans, monks, priests, healers, seers, and spiritual masters. They were the psychologists and therapists of their day. The stories they used were a key instrument of their teaching, and one of the most effective methods of transmission through which their teaching would be remembered and handed down from generation to generation.

         
 

         Of all the literary forms, the two that appear to be best equipped to translate complexity into tangible everyday ideas, which are memorable, applicable, and easy to grasp, are story and poetry. These two forms also happen to be the great carriers of image and metaphor. At their best they are experiential, contextual, and leave enough space between the lines to invite a mysterious dance of meaning between writer and reader, speaker and listener. It is surely no coincidence that these two literary forms are just as effective in spoken as in written form, sometimes more so.

         
 

         Stories, in short, allow us to explore wisdom and truth from multiple perspectives, and in so doing they enable us to understand that there are both personal truths which differ, and universal truths that don’t. They offer insights to resolve paradoxes and other seeming contradictions. They have the power to teach, inform, heal, and make aware. And in a world that can seem increasingly fractured and fragmented, stories offer well-trodden, well signposted pathways to healing, integration, and deep connection.

         
 

         
Science, Wisdom, Spirit, and the Role of  Stories in the Twenty-First Century

         
 

         There are many different perspectives from which we can usefully observe ourselves in order to study and understand ourselves better. This book focuses mainly on stories and the wisdom traditions to do so. But I’m also intrigued by the way a great deal of contemporary science seems to be pursuing a parallel pathway. Many of the great themes of contemporary science resonate strongly with many of the key themes of this book.

         
 

         Einstein, for example, spent much of the later part of his life seeking to prove the existence of a ‘universal field’. The general idea, developed from the theory of relativity, was that if you could get far enough away you would see the patterns, harmony, and order in the universe that are impossible to see close up. From sufficient distance, went the theory, you would see that ultimately everything connects to everything else.

         
 

         This is very much what most well crafted wisdom stories do, at least in a metaphorical way. They offer us a remote vantage point from which to observe, evaluate, and engage with the world of human interaction: the stories hold up a mirror to human behaviours, values, and relationships. Universal and particular issues and challenges are acted out at a distance by characters struggling to make sense of the narratives they find themselves in, just as Oisin in the story of Tir na n’Og.

         
 

         This distancing effect, often a distancing in time as well as in space and perspective, can be extremely liberating, enabling us to identify and recognise truths about ourselves and the human condition which pass us by in our busy, close-up, day-to-day lives.

         
 

          

         Stories enable us to consider aspects of our own lives through the situations and experiences that others find themselves in. And since we cannot change what we do not acknowledge, one of the great gifts of stories is to point us towards a greater recognition and understanding of ourselves and to the possibility that we can—if we wish—find ways out of the ruts we have dug for ourselves.

         
 

         The great spiritual pathways too offer similar distancing strategies for knowing and seeing ourselves more clearly, and for increasing our awareness of the deep patterning, harmony, and intricate order of the universe. These strategies are deep reflection, contemplation, and meditation. From these meditative spaces, sitting in a non-judging, non-attached flow of not-knowing, not-seeking, not-striving, not-doing we can pay attention to the life of our ordinary individual self, our busy marketplace self, and just notice how it’s doing. So that when we return to the marketplace world, that small relative self might have access to some new insights about how it could improve the quality of its life, and operate in the world with a greater degree of conscious awareness.

         
 

         Some spiritual pathways seek to diminish, overwhelm, or even destroy the egoic, relative self. But that makes no sense to me. This small individual self is what makes me human and gives me my individuality. It’s strong and self-willed, and though frequently immature and misguided, it does its best to protect me, and it drives me to take whatever actions I need to survive in a challenging world. No, I reckon the best way to be able to connect deeply and whenever I want to my non-striving, non-thinking, non-attached, awakened mind is to have my small self actively engaged as a supportive ally and comrade.

         
 

         It’s also worth remembering that the story of Oisin pointed to the fact that it’s just as possible to get stuck in the non-doing world of the absolute as it is in the limited perception of the relative mind. So the question becomes: How can I integrate and make the best of both minds? For this, it’s useful to go to another place, even more remote—a higher level of consciousness if you like—from which to integrate the relative and the absolute and have them work together in harmony and greater awareness.

         
 

          

         Although many traditions have ways of doing this, one of the most elegantly integral is that developed by Zen Master Dennis Genpo Merzel and embedded in his transformational Big Mind process.

         
 

         He uses a simple yet dynamic visual metaphor that deeply supports and embodies the integration of the One and the Self. It’s based on the spiritual geometry of one of the world’s oldest and most mystical of symbols, the equilateral triangle. The relative and absolute elements form the bottom left and right corners of the triangle; True Self, which includes and transcends both, forms the apex.9
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         Wisdom stories, spiritual pathways, and contemporary science have more in common than may at first meet the eye. Scientists across a range of disciplines are increasingly engaging in the exploration of indivisibility, connection, and integration, placing notions such as paradox, stages of psychological development, levels of consciousness, and universality at the centre of their attention.10

         
 

         There is still, it is true, plenty of resistance among some scientific communities to anything beyond the logical, rational, and material. Yet significant numbers of scientists, particularly those working in the realms of relativity and quantum physics, are looking at the world in ways that differ widely from the classical scientific approaches of the last three hundred years, the ‘Age of Reason’.

         
 

         Einstein often expressed his fascination for the relationship between two seemingly contradictory elements of human processing. He distinguished them as reason and intuition. Reason, as he variously described it, equates to the logical practices and intellectual processes that predominate in the marketplace world. Intuition, on the other hand, is a state of deeper awareness and connection—a flow state—that operates in the self-forgetting realms of the absolute. Einstein labels intuition as ‘divine’, a quality he clearly and carefully distinguishes from the ‘servant’ mind: ‘The rational mind’s a faithful servant; the intuitive mind a Divine gift. The tragedy of modern life is that we’ve begun to worship the servant while defiling the Divine.’11

         
   

         Einstein certainly didn’t dismiss the importance of logic and reason, recognising their enormous contribution to humankind’s progress in understanding and manipulating material reality and natural laws. But he argued forcefully and frequently that rationality by itself was limited and insufficient. To truly understand the laws of the universe, and the human condition itself, something much more subtle was necessary. For Einstein, that was to be discovered in the absolute realms beyond rationality: ‘There is no logical way to the discovery of elemental laws. There is only the way of intuition, which is helped by a feeling for the order lying behind the appearance.’12

         
 

         In the modern world it was the Swiss psychologist, Carl Jung, who first made discussion of the importance of intuition acceptable in scientific circles. Now, it is a key principle of cutting edge scientific investigation. Post-rationality, or that which includes and goes beyond reason, is central to many branches of scientific and philosophical enquiry. Ken Wilber talks of ‘vision-logic’ as an essential stage of development for exploring the non-dual. Malcolm Gladwell in his widely researched work, Blink, refers to the extraordinary ‘power of thinking without thinking’. Theoretical physicists, such as David Bohm in his groundbreaking work Wholeness and the Implicate Order, have stressed the seriously limited reductionism of the purely rational: ‘The primary physical laws cannot be discovered by a science that attempts to break the world into its parts.’

         
 

         Bohm cites three particular aspects of quantum theory and quantum mechanics that have extraordinary parallels with many wisdom and spiritual traditions. Firstly, the notion of universal ‘indivisibility’, that there is nothing else but wholeness and interconnectedness. Secondly, ‘wave particle duality’ which demonstrates that under certain conditions a wave can manifest as a particle and a particle can manifest as a wave whereas in classical physics these properties are intrinsic and non-interchangeable. Thirdly, the concept of ‘non-locality’ in which particles in environments remote from each other can be shown to influence each other energetically.13

         
 

         Bohm frequently pointed to the uni-perspectival stuckness of our Western thinking and how our ways of thinking are conditioned by our cultural perceptions. Classical science, the basis of modern educational systems, has taken ‘parts’ as the primary concept of study and research for the last three hundred years and ‘wholeness’ as a by-product of this. Classical science is a rational and logical analysis of the world as we think we see it broken down into its constituent parts. This has been very useful in many ways: in the engineering of machines and other mechanical processes, for example. And it is hardly surprising, as Bohm himself recognised, that we can be very unwilling to let go of this way of thinking which has brought such success and prosperity to much of the planet.

         
 

         Classical science works … and yet it is only a partial truth. It is only one way of looking at things. The fact is that this purely rational, deconstructionist approach, with its focus on the parts rather than systemic interconnected wholes, has become deeply ingrained in our culture and ways of perceiving. And it is, perhaps, one of the key reasons why so much fragmentation exists in the world today, and why so many of the solutions aimed at ‘fixing’ current social, political, economic, and organisational issues are so deeply unsustainable. The fact is, our thinking is not very joined-up! Too many people still operate within a silo mentality. And today, in a world imminently in danger of collapse, we need more than ever to start thinking systemically, globally, and in deeply sustainable ways.

         
 

         Quantum theory works too! And it can also embrace and include classical science without contradiction. It offers a bigger picture, a much broader canvas. According to the relativity theorists and the quantum theorists it is just as scientifically sound to take the whole as primary and its parts as secondary. And this way of perceiving—which is the basis of chaos, complexity, and systems theories—enables us to see much more patterning, harmony, order, structure, and deep systemic connection in the universe than the traditional approaches of classical science.

         
 

          

         From the perspective of quantum mechanics everything exists together in a dynamic, flowing, unbroken universe. What was seen before as a small part is, when examined closely, a system in itself. And this system is connected to other systems—all the way up and all the way down—until everything can be shown to be connected to everything else. Introduce change to any small system in a small way, and it will very likely have consequences elsewhere in the wider systems; consequences that may be immediate, or may equally well be remote in time and space.

         
 

         In our busy day-to-day marketplace lives it is easy to get disturbed by events going on around us. It is easy to take the setbacks and challenges life throws at us personally. Before we know it, we have got ourselves into negative spaces and negative emotions: frustration, irritation, resentment, lack of forgiveness, and so on, both with ourselves and with others. And because we’re attached to our emotional point of view, we often give these negative states, and the behaviours that caused them, an importance they really don’t deserve.

         
 

         We need to get some distance away and see ourselves and the situations we find ourselves in from a different and more remote perspective, a perspective from which we can see ourselves in a more proportionate, more detached, and more awakened way. This helicopter view, or balcony position, gets us out of our narrow view and enables us to notice several things: that we are not one separate, distinct, discrete part of the universe but deeply enmeshed in myriad numbers of systemic interconnections; that from sufficient distance we notice our negative states drop away and we become less attached to our emotions, our values, and the need to be right about everything; that from this remote perspective we can generate new and creative choices and interventions that were not available to us before. From this more distant perspective we can think much more strategically and with much greater awareness and consciousness in relation to our situation as a whole.

         
 

         Whether we make these shifts of perception based on the application of scientific principles, by moving to the apex of the triangle, or because of insights we take from a story, is immaterial. They are, in any case, aspects of the same indivisible, integrated, and interconnected process. The important thing is that we do shift, and in so doing become more aware, awake, and conscious of ourselves, others, and the world we inhabit.

         
 

         From whichever remote perspective we take, we can choose to embrace the egocentric view of things that is natural to our individual self, the sense of connection to our culture and community which is a rather more mature stage of our development, or a much more systemic, world-centred awareness that points to the deep connection of all things. Any position which empowers us to include and transcend the totality of who we are is much more likely to enable wise, appropriate, and sustainable action and change in the world and in ourselves.

         
 

         
The Salmon of Knowledge

         
 

         This ancient Celtic story, from the same Fenian cycle as Tir na  n’Og, captures the whole essence of indivisibility, integration, and connection with which we’ve been playing. And it’s important to remind ourselves that storytellers as far back as third century, pre-Christian Ireland were focused on exactly the same complex sets of relationships as Einstein and Bohm seventeen centuries later.

         
 

         It is a sophisticated and elegantly simple story of connection and healing, of making whole, of recognition and integration, and it introduces just about all the key themes that are to be found and explored within these pages. Many versions of this story exist in books and widely on the internet. This is my version of it.

         
 

         

            Centuries ago, there lived a great fish in the upland reaches of the River Boyne, in the northern part of Ireland, that was known as the Salmon of Knowledge. Legend had it that anyone who ate of its flesh would become the wisest man in all Ireland, which at that time was as good as saying the whole wide world. All a person had to do was catch this fish and cook it to perfection. Oh, and the legend also said that the Salmon of Knowledge would be caught by a man named Fionn. Many Fionns (and plenty of non Fionns too if truth were told) had tried; all had failed.

            
 

            So it was that Fionngas, or Fionn the Seer, a Druid of great wisdom, had made the snaring and consuming of this great fish his lifetime’s work. With detailed research, consummate logic, ancient PowerPoints and spreadsheets, he had tracked it down to a particular deep pool where he finally managed, after great struggles and copious cursings, to net the magnificent beast.

            
 

            Now all he had to do, after these many years of seeking and painstaking labour, was cook it. He cleaned and gutted the fish, skewered it on a long and green spear of alder wood, and set it to roast over glowing embers. Every five minutes he would turn the fish, for legend clearly had it that the fish must be perfectly cooked for the result to be optimal.

            
 

            But then Fionn the Seer had a sudden and disturbing realisation: he hadn’t collected sufficient firewood to complete the cooking to perfection. He was honest enough with himself to admit that it was his own impatience and over-eagerness that had caused this foolish miscalculation. And then looking deeper into his own Shadow he also acknowledged that somewhat more than a hint of greed and vanity were at work too.

            
 

            Wondering what he could do, for the fish would need turning while he was collecting enough firewood, a young man appeared.

            
 

            Not one to miss an opportunity the Druid roared, ‘Come here, boy. Now while I’m away fetching firewood turn this fish just so every five minutes, and swear to me by all you hold dear in life that you’ll not dare so much as taste a morsel of it. For by God if you do, I’ll have your testicles on this spit faster than a pike can swim.’

            
 

            Now while this young man had nothing more on his mind that morning than enjoying the great glory of the universe that he had been born into, he was very mindful and respectful of the great power of Druids. Especially so, as he’d been brought up in the Wild West of Ireland by a Druid or two himself. So he set to work with concentration and a determination to do what had been asked of him to the very best of his ability.

            
 

            But it was indeed a lovely hot summer’s day, and as he listened to the bees a-buzzing and the larks a-singing, and watched the butterflies a-fluttering and the fish in the river a-leaping, his whole spirit came alive to the beauty and magnificence of the day. And the next thing … was that he could smell fish flesh a-burning. ‘Oh my heart and balls,’ he cursed to himself as he turned the fish over. And there on the hot side of the Salmon of Knowledge was a blister the size of a small acorn.

            
 

            He blew on it. Nothing! He politely asked it to disappear. Nothing! He turned the fish faster on the spit. Nothing! Finally he looked around and, seeing no-one, he gently pushed the blister back into place.

            
 

            And as he did so … Psssshhhtt! Three golden drops of red-hot salmon oil spurted out, scalding the boy’s finger. Would you have done any different nursing a scalded finger? Truth is, with a yelp of pain and anguish, he put it straight into his mouth to cool it …

            
 

            And at that very moment the Druid returned.
 

            ‘Boy,’ he said noticing a new fire in the young man’s eyes and an added dash of presence and stature in his posture, ‘Look me in the face and tell whether you have partaken of my salmon.’

            
 

            And the boy not knowing how to tell a lie told him the whole unvarnished truth of what had happened. Told him with the voice and grounded authority of one who begins to see the complex relationships beyond the surface of all things.

            
 

            It would not be truthful to say that Fionn the Seer was not a dash disappointed. But he took it in good grace. ‘What’s your name, son?’ he asked finally with remarkable gentleness and compassion.

            
 

            ‘Fionn, sir. Fionn Mac Cumhail, son of Uail Mac Baiscne.’
 

            ‘So you are, indeed. So you are. So you are the Fionn who was destined from the oldest days of history to eat the great fish, and know all that is to be known, and gain the great wisdom as the prophesy foretold.’

            
 

            And that is how Fionn Mac Cumhail became the wisest man in the land, leader of the Fianna, and Ireland’s greatest warrior and poet too.

            


         
 

         

         
 

         
A Brief Interpretation

         
 

         Storytellers, seers, shamans, and spiritual masters were the psychologists and psychotherapists of ancient times, and not so ancient times too. And story was, and remains still, one of their most potent and incisive instruments. The legend of the Salmon of Knowledge goes right to the heart of the human condition, pointing up themes of disconnection and connection, separation and integration.

         
 

         Like yin and yang in classical Chinese thought,14 or Apollo and Cassandra in the minds of ancient Greece,15 Fionngas and Fionn represent different aspects of what it is to be fully human. They are the two opposing yet ever connected sides of the same human coin. The story expresses their coming together in integration to access the fullest potential of human existence represented as warrior and sage, healer and fool; and also as rational mind and awakened mind.

         
 

         Fionngas, the seer, represents the rational mind. It takes hard work plus a calculating, tactical excellence nurtured by years of experience to locate, catch, and prepare the salmon. But so trapped is Fionngas in his obsession and desire to achieve the ‘prize’ that he is not sufficiently present or awake to what the critical moment requires.

         
 

         Fionn, on the other hand, represents the intuitive awakened mind. He represents youthful innocence, healer, and fool—or to put it another way, spirit or soul. He has planned and prepared nothing at all. But he is present enough, awake enough, and intuitive enough to instinctively respond to what the critical moment calls for when he accidentally stumbles upon it.
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